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it made itself felt continually as a dominant force
at Court and in the Government Boards. In 1884,
when Tzu Hsi had removed Prince Kung from the
Tsung-li Yamen and replaced him by Prince Ch'ing
(notorious trafficker in offices), with the Emperor's
father, Prince Ch'un, as a figure-head chief of the
Government, Li's position became one of paramount
authority, especially as regards foreign affairs. It
was at this period that he became converted to the
necessity for centralisation of the country's naval
and military forces, and endeavoured, with the help
of Prince Ch'un, to have the Navy Department and
its coast defences transformed from the provincial
to an Imperial basis. Years before, during the Taiping
rebellion, he had deliberately wrecked the Sherard-
Osborn flotilla scheme rather than allow this new
force, under foreign supervision and control, to be
used by Peking independently of the provincial
authorities. Now, as Viceroy of Chihli, he was led
by force of circumstances to perceive the advantages
of centralisation ; and as the result of his judicious
representations, a Board of Admiralty was established
at Peking, with himself as its executive chief at
Tientsin. In all these matters Li did nothing until
assured of the approval and support of Her Majesty
Tzu Hsi. He shrewdly guessed that the idea of cen-
tralising authority at Peking would appeal to her if
it could be made to appear feasible, and that the
possession of an imposing fleet at the sea-gates of
Taku would increase her sense of Imperial dignity.
But neither she nor Li Hung-chang realised (or if
they did, they ignored) the fact that the centralisa-
tion of armed forces could never be achieved without
preliminary centralisation of reformed finances* For